The importance of assessing teaching quality in higher education institutions and establishing quality standards is increasing. The objective of the study is to analyze the quality indicators used at the international level. The evaluated countries were: Spain, The United Kingdom, Germany, France, Australia, The United States, Sweden, Brazil, Italy, Norway and South Africa, the countries with the highest number of universities included in the Academic Ranking of World Universities. The results indicate variability of the indicators used, with the most frequent being those related to material resources, research and human resources. The data are a source of information on the international panorama of quality evaluation. The study emphasizes the importance of creating a common policy to guarantee the quality of universities. 
State and Government of the European Union countries, Latin-America and the Caribbean (ALCUE) in 1999 in Rio de Janeiro; the Bologna Declaration of 1999 which emphasized the importance of promoting European cooperation which would enable, among other things, the development of criteria and methodology for quality evaluation, to be similar for all the countries. This will lead to a European system in which an academic qualification obtained in one country will be equally valid throughout the European Union, although this unification is a long process, as can be seen for example in psychology (Buela-Casal, Gutiérrez-Martín-ez and Peiró, 2005) . The Bergen Declaration (2005) highlights the importance of enhancing the quality of education by international collaboration and the adoption of common criteria by the quality agencies.
Quality evaluation has been conducted in most European countries and is becoming more common in LatinAmerican countries. In 2003, the Spanish transnational cooperation agency ANECA, Agencia Nacional de Evaluación de la Calidad y Acreditación (National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation) was set up. According to Lewis (2003) , measures already exist to propagate the initiatives in different countries, although there is no international system to guarantee quality and its accreditation. One association created to control education quality in Europe is the European Consortium for Accreditation (ECA), whose purpose is to achieve a common system of accreditation for all of its members (European Consortium for Accreditation, 2006) . However, the increase in evaluation and accreditation is possible due to the creation of international networks such as the European Network for Quality Assurance (ENQA). The International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (IN-QAAHE) was also founded for the collection and propagation of theoretical and practical information between member countries (International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education, 2006) .
It should also be emphasized that, although there are many agencies and organizations in Europe which try to establish a unique way to evaluate quality there are still differences between European countries (Bermúdez et al., 2007) . Analysing the current situation of universities in Spain (twelfth in the world ranking for number of universities), it becomes clear that unique criteria of quality are difficult to establish even among universities in a single country (Bermúdez et al., 2007) . Moreover, the criteria used in the ranking are different to those used in Spain, although a certain relationship between them can be observed. Comparison and analysis of the discrepancies show that there are still many problems involved in establishing criteria of scientific productivity for evaluating universities (Buela-Casal, 2005b; Buela-Casal, Bermúdez, Sierra, Quevedo-Blasco and Castro, 2009) .
The interest in the evaluation of education and standards of the ideal quality and competence are evident. For this reason, the objective of the present study is to analyze a broad panorama of quality evaluation and accreditation of the most prestigious universities in the world and to compare the indicators used. Comparison of the countries enables the analysis of the peculiarities of the indicators of quality and provides information on the mechanisms which are being developed to determine quality in different countries.
Method
The units of analysis
The following units of analysis were used in the study:
• The countries with the highest number of universities included in the Academic Ranking of World Universities (Institute of Higher Education, Shanghai Jiao Tong University, 2008).
• The agencies which evaluate the quality of the universities from Spain, The United Kingdom, Germany, France, Australia, The United States, Sweden, Brazil, Italy, Norway and South Africa • The indicators of the quality of universities used by the quality agencies of the abovementioned countries.
Materials
The present investigation is based on the data provided by the websites of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE), the agencies of quality evaluation of universities from the evaluated countries and the education ministries of each country.
Design and Procedure
The present work is a descriptive study analysing the documents in accordance with the classification proposed by Montero and León (2007 Note: Difference in the number of indicators used is due to lack of information and the number of agencies in each country.
A Comparison of Indicators of the Quality of Universities
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya The indicators were also classified into the following categories according to the ANECA model of criteria (2005): the education programme, organization of education, human resources, material resources, the educative process and the results. Due to the variability of the indicators used, a seventh category, investigation, was introduced, as it was not included in the previous classification (see table 2 ).
As can be seen in table 2, the most frequently used indicators are the ones included in the material resources category followed by investigation and human resources.
Another ranking of the most used quality indicators, based on the percentage application of each indicator compared with the rest of the indicators, was also elaborated (Table 3 ). The indicator for teaching and the education processes occupies the first position in the ranking, indicating that the agencies give special importance to this indicator. Next are libraries and documental funds, followed by attention to students and integrated education, and then academic staff. Only six positions of the ranking are included as they represent the most relevant and frequently used indicators, 58.33% of all obtained indicators.
As can be seen in table 4, France, The United Kingdom and Germany use the highest percentage of indicators. These data should be interpreted with caution because the differences are a result of, among other reasons, the different number of evaluated agencies and the availability of information from each country. 
Discussion and conclusions
A review of the procedures of quality evaluation, in countries which have initiated the implementation of standards and indicators to assure quality, reveals that these processes are mostly carried out by quality agencies. It is difficult to achieve homogeneity between the countries due to the plural nature of the evaluation systems and the responsible institutions. According to Nelson (2005) , the criteria to assure quality should be made public. In addition, the institutions and the programmes should implement a self-evaluation process, as well as accepting an external peer team to validate and compare the results, publish a decision about the accreditation and propose improvements. It is possible to establish minimum common objectives of the evaluation, methodological procedures and the ethical rules respecting variability (ANECA, 2003). It is not always possible to establish objective criteria and the evaluation also requires ipsative assessment (Pelechano, 2005) , the assessment of present against prior performance. Therefore, it would seem to be more useful to establish a common base rather than strict rules applicable in every circumstance.
The results of the study indicate France, The United Kingdom and Germany as the countries which use the highest number of indicators from the total number of those considered (88). France is in first position with 59 indicators, followed by The United Kingdom and Germany, with 24 and 22 respectively. These results give information about the variability of the quality evaluation criteria for universities in the analyzed countries. Taking into account the classification categories, material resources, investigation and human resources are the three most frequently used categories. These data help to determine the principal objectives of the evaluation of quality. Nevertheless, there are many factors which increase the variability of the data. For example, some countries have more quality agencies than others, which may increase the number and variability of the indicators.
The results demonstrate the importance of the mechanisms to evaluate quality, and the characteristics of the agencies which evaluate quality, serving as a guide to improve universities following the best standards. The results also show the quality criteria used by the best universities in the world, of great use in guiding strategic plans of other universities, helping them to better compete and occupy higher positions in national and international rankings. Moreover, the results show how to increase the number of quality programmes in higher education in response to the competitive demands which will help to create the European Space for Higher Education (Bermúdez et al., 2007) . The comparison of the advantages and disadvantages of each quality evaluation system is also useful for improving the functioning of quality evaluation systems in general.
Guaranteeing quality, as a result of searching for external recognition by the government or quality accreditation agencies, is gaining importance among universities, and has been included in strategic plans to maintain levels of quality. This will help to create an educated society (Consejo de Coordinacion Universitaria, 2005). It is important to mention that the different procedures used to guarantee quality vary, depending on the approach. In some of them universities are considered as a whole while others focus more on academic programmes. Although it is difficult to reach definitive agreement on the quality of the indicators used by the analyzed countries, it is possible to establish the general criteria used by the best universities in the world, as shown here (Buela-Casal et al., 2009) .
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